Souls live on in perpetual echoes.
George Eliot, Middlemarch, Chapter 16
Narratives as a Serious Influence on Serious Views
In this article I want to advance a remarkably simple thesis. While the importance of analyzing education by looking at it through many different lenses such as race, social class, economics, gender, ethnicity, class size, parental involvement, teacher preparation and so on, has been long recognized, some of the most important lenses (and certainly ubiquitous) that influence the views of every person in any society possessing television and movies have received hardly any investigation at all.
The lenses I refer to are the thousands of education narratives that swirl thickly in most cultures, especially western culture. In this essay I will argue that this thick swirl of education narratives has the curious effect of creating notions about education that in fact work against education. Education narratives haunt real classrooms like ghosts and invisibly distort all students' and teachers' notions about what education is for, how it should be conducted, and what kind of experience it should provide.
My claim about the influence of stories may not seem immediately true or selfevident. Many people -academics most notably -strongly resist the idea that stories influence any of their serious views, but not only do stories influence everyone's views and expectations about education, they do so much more profoundly than we might think. However, I can just hear you expressing your resistance in a few typical ways.
• "Stories are just entertainment," you might say. "They don't sink in deeply."
• "I'm too well educated for stories to have any real effect on what I think or who I am," some people say, especially academics. "I'm too experienced a reader, too savvy a movie viewer; I'm too good at critical thinking and emotional control."
• "Movies and novels and television?" people scoff. "They're just fluff, something to relax with at the end of a busy day; there's nothing in these performances that can exert any lasting effect, not on me anyway."
In many such assertions people insist that interactions with stories are merely casual and therefore do not touch the heart or shape of the mind. And people tend to maintain this shaky insistence in spite of two common realities that argue against them. First, people fail to realize that the frame of mind they put themselves in when they pursue entertainments is a frame of mind in which they are least likely to power up their critical resistance, and is therefore the very frame of mind in which they are most susceptible to being influenced without noticing it.
Second, nearly everyone can name a movie, novel, play, TV show, children's book, or other narrative that they will readily and often fondly admit has exerted a major influence on them at one time or another, a fact that certainly undermines the credibility of their insistence that stories never influence them in serious ways.
Because stories can only invite our assent without commanding it, we find it easy to ignore the fact that we almost always do assent. We almost always do agree to accept a story's invitations to feel, believe, and judge as it asks us to, and, of course, our willing assent actually creates a much wider door for influence to walk through than coercion could create against our will. Our predilection for saying "yes" to stories is no accident. We assent to stories because human minds are so constructed that, generally speaking, there are a few things anyone likes better than being in the grip of a story, and there is hardly any activity that people spend more time and energy pursuing than interactions with stories, even those people who claim that stories do not influence them deeply. The readiness with which many people yield assent to stories, combined with the belligerence of their denial that stories actually influence them creates a curious disconnect.
One reason why so many people fall prey to this disjunction -the reason they think that they are the ones 'above' such influence -is that most examples of such influence as we are likely to think of first tend to be sensationalistic and gross. In order to give us a concrete sense of how densely western culture is saturated with education narratives on TV and in movies, I will briefly cite some examples. I will start by referencing such narratives from the 1950s, when movies and TV narratives began to overlap. Later, in different contexts, I will reference education narratives that predate 1950.
The 1950s gave us the movie The Blackboard Jungle (starring Glen For, 1955) and the television series Our Miss Brooks (1952 Brooks ( -1956 ) that starred Eve Arden and was set in a supposedly typical high school of the Eisenhower era. The trouble is that the content of these images is almost as corrosive as acid to any real-life student's motions of the hard work, self-discipline, repetitive practice and powers of attention required for getting a real education. The images of education in movies and television hammer home that the real reason for being in school is to have fun, fun, fun; that academic classes are about as tasty as walnut shells; and that teachers -a generally contemptible tribe of aliens -are either out-of-touch nerds, supreme egoists, disgusting lechers, out-of-fashion uglies, or vicious bullies who focus on the helplessness of students with sadistic delight. In many education narratives, teachers care only about petty power, petty ego, petty grades, petty rules, and petty indulgences. Even in those education narratives that portray teachers as heroes, the misrepresentation is as misleading and unfair in that direction as it is when they show teachers in the cheesiest lights.
In thinking about the influence of these narratives, we must remember that they possess, for practical purposes, immortality. TV and movie narratives are not like most news events that occupy a window of visibility for give minutes and then disappear. Brocklehurst in all of the movie versions of Jane Eyre (1944 Eyre ( , 1971 Eyre ( , 1997 Eyre ( , 2003 ; or the teacher who lies and cheats in order to take out personal hatred on a student he dislikes, as does Matthew Broderick's character in Election (1999), or the teacher who sexually exploits naïve young women such as Greg Kinnear's role as a professor of modern literature in Loser (2000, also starring Mena Suvari and Jason Biggs).
Student Stereotypes
Student stereotypes exist in such profligate abundance that they hardly need movie titles to make them identifiable: the popular/beautiful students both male and female, the unpopular students both male and female, the popular but nasty students, the egg-head nerds, the dumb-as-rocks nerds, the bullies, the wimps, the cry babies, the teachers' pets, the brown noses, the pranksters, the outsiders, the suck-ups, the sneaks, the manipulators, the mindless, the snobs, the jocks, the fat-lonelines, the ugly-lonelies, the shy-lonelies, the cool dudes, the freaks, the slackers, the preppies, the future execs, the drug heads, the irresponsibles, the uber-responsibles, the female bubble heads, the dullards, the frat maniacs, the sorority obsessed, the screw-ups, the up-tights, the wounded from bad poor homes the malicious, the dopes, the timids, the reckless, and so on. Simply because there are stereotypes, these representations crop up again and again in movies such as the 1992 movie School Ties starring Matt Damon and Brendon Fraser, in the 1995 movie Clueless starring Alicia Silverstone, or in Mr.
Skinner, the principal of the school in The Simpsons, and in practically all the movies already mentioned.
Bad movies vs Good Movies: It Doesn't Matter
Not all movies that deal with student and teacher stereotypes are bad movies.
My point h as noting to do with which of the movies I mention might be good or bad a movies. My point, rather, is that movies and television are not well suited as a medium for conveying accurate pictures that show the real dimensions of cognitive development, problem solving, and intellectual discourse that lie at the heart of all meaningful education. Such activities, mostly intellectual, do not make entertaining movies and engaging TV shows. Intellectual activities are too subtle, too interior, and involve too much stumbling, bumbling and back tracking. Visual narratives must plow ahead in order to be effective; they cannot wander around on the mental winding paths and switch back trails that characterize real learning.
Nor am I saying that all media stereotypes are totally false and demeaning. My point is not about the stereotypes' truth of falsity, but about their inability not to be misleading, limiting, and confusing both to teachers and students. On TV and in movies, students enjoy vivid vicarious engagements with teachers who are physically beautiful, charismatic, powerful, and heroic. Even the teachers who are harsh and frightening, like Professor Snape in the Harry Potter films, generate great vividness and power. How can students not be led even if they are unaware of it to view ordinary, everyday, real teachers as second-class people, especially in light of the fact that everyone's engagements with visual narratives about education are so persistent, repeated, and ongoing? Students might not think of their teachers as second-class people if they were to meet them outside of the classroom, but when they meet them inside the classroom, looking at them through the lenses of television and movie teachers who are immensely entertaining, vastly beautiful or compellingly heroic, it must be difficult for them not to see everyday teachers as very poor possessors of all the qualities that the movies have shown to make great teachers: perfect teeth, beautiful faces, taught youthful bodies, shiny hair, entertaining lines fro a snappy script, or emotionally evocative lines from a heart-rendering script. 
Visual Images Cannot Show Details of Mental Activity
The problem with these stereotypes is worse than merely having students wish that their teachers were better looking. The deeper problem is that the kinds of relationships between teachers and students shown on television and in the movies are not relationships about learning. Movie and TV narratives about education focus (as do most narratives) on social and personal relations -this is what movies and TV are good at showing -and since narratives need to be compelling in order to retain the viewer's interest, the social and personal relations they depict are usually in some kind of crisis or crux. The relationships are emotionally intense and socially fraught. Such representations make good stories, and they may sometimes be profoundly insightful, but they seldom have anything to do with the kinds of relationships between teachers and students that lead to effective leaning in chemistry, physics, literature or religion classes, where intense emotions and personal crises pretty much short-circuit rather than aid real learning. Insofar as these stereotypes influence education directly, the do so in dysfunctional ways, and, insofar as they influence education indirectly, they simply make it hard for real students and real teachers in real classrooms to see themselves and each other as they are.
iii Another reason that media stereotypes are so dysfunctional is that such stereotypes completely mask the nature of classrooms as spaces of emergent possibilities, not settled conclusions. By their very nature, students are in the process of trying to discover what to become. Whenever I can get students to quiet their inner minds such that they can actually hear their own intuitions, those intuitions tell them quite accurately that they are not "done" yet. This is why students look for models amongst their peers but especially amongst their teachers, because their teachers, they assume, have already become something and thus hold the answer, or at least a set of clues, about how becoming something might be done. Teachers in the classroom's space of emergent possibilities must be alert, attentive, and sensitive to the student hunger for models, but how can real people in real classrooms attend to each other in concrete and vivid detail when the power of compelling images from television and movies causes us to see not real people but stereotypes? And insofar as we buy into the stereotypes we are not only influenced to see them but to be them.
It is virtually impossible for any media narrative to create visual images of the critical forms of cognition, intellectual inquiry and intellectual discourse that lie at the heart of getting a genuine education. Secondly, what is made to seem trivial and irrelevant in media images of education is, for real teachers, the heart of the educational enterprise: learning how to think critically and analytically; learning how to read difficult texts; learning how to conduct intellectual discourse with others; learning how to attend closely to the structure of complex objects; learning how to measure, compute, and speak with distinct precision and accuracy; learning cognitive and emotional patience; learning to be thoughtful rather than impulsive; learning how to take historical and ethical perspectives on social issues; and so on.
What education narratives ever show compelling images of these kinds of cognitive and intellectual exercise?
According to the conventions of education narratives, any student who shows an interest in real intellectual activity gets branded by one of the negative stereotypes:
geek, nerd, egg head, brainiac, and so on. However, the entertainment value of education narratives leads teachers to think that they should be dazzling their students with wit and beauty, and leads students to think that if they are not being as well entertained in their real classroom as they are by the fictional classrooms they enjoy in movies and on TV, then somebody is short changing their whole educational experience.
During my years of directly pedagogy seminars, I have learned how deeply resentful, and, indeed, angry, many teachers are about the pressure they get from their students to be entertaining in the way that TV and movies are entertaining. However, for teachers to get tied up in knots of resentment about the Entertainment Imperative derived from TV culture is not productive. When have teachers ever had the option of handing society a recipe for the only kinds of students they are willing to teach? In my pedagogy seminars I grow weary, weary of listening to teachers' persistent, effete, selfabsorbed, whinny complaints that their students are 'not adequately prepared'. Of course your students are not adequately prepared. Many of them are adolescents/ Most of them have been raised on too many Pop Tarts, too many cartoons, and in too much luxury. What do you expect? In order for students to get adequately prepared they need the education that some of us become stiff-necked about giving to them because, we claim, they behave like the unwashed masses or like TV entertainment addicts. All this accusation really boils down to is that we would like students better if they behaved more like us instead of behaving like their parents or their peers. Fat chance. Teaching students is about them, not us. If our students want only to be entertained this is because our society has taught them to hold this expectation, and our job as teachers is to deal with it, not blame them for it. Who is going to help them to expect something different if we do not?
Conclusion
In the end, however, it is clear that we would not be facing this issue in this particular way if our society were not already saturated with education narratives that mislead, misinform, and, in fact, engage in profound miseducation about education. No analysis of the kind that I provide here will make this problem go away. On the other hand, until we have learned how to see the problem, which has mostly lain just outside the range of our intellectual peripheral vision, and until we have analyzed the problem as it really exists, we may be buffeted by it and still have no idea how to deal with it.
It won't do, I think, for teachers to whip themselves into a frenzy of selfrighteous denunciation about the corrupting influence of movies and television. This is a rant that is all too easy to do and already too much of it is going on. To give in to this rant turns us into one of the stereotypes that movies and TV love to make fun of.
Movie makers and TV producers do not make education narratives with the insidious intent of sabotaging real education. They sabotage it without even thinking about it.
Thinking about it is our job. Thinking about it is what we need to do. Thinking well and thinking hard are the best resources we have. I hope the analysis I have offered here may help all of us think more clearly about the dynamics that operate in our everyday classrooms. If we can think more clearly than we can operate more effectively, and to create classrooms in which all of us, teachers and students alike, can gladly learn and gladly teach is our highest, most fulfilling aim.
Notes
i See Marshall Gregory, 1990 Gregory, , 1995a Gregory, , 1995b Gregory, , 1998 Gregory, , 1999b Gregory, , 2001 Gregory, , 2004 ii 'Mr Chips' was the students' affectionate nickname for their teacher, Mr Arthur Chipping.
iii Print narratives generally do better by education than media narratives not because words are superior to images for every purpose but because the task of
